
Part of the Flight 93 Temporary Memorial, Somerset County, Pa.
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Collecting and Commemorating a National Tragedy
By Nicholas P. Ciotola, Curator

On September 11,2001,
terrorists hijacked four passenger
airliners and used them as aerial weapons
against the United States, killing thousands of

innocent civilians, destroying millions of dollars

of property, and ushering in a new era in American history.
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Squeegee handle used by Jan Deinczur
to escape along with five others
from an elevator in One World Trade
Center on Sept. 11, 2001.

Smithsonian photo by Richard Strauss

Airplane fragmer
in the wreckagi

World Trade
Smithsonian photo by

Page 15: This scorched eagle finial from
an office flagpole was recovered from the
damaged offices of the Pentagon.
Smithsonian photo by Hugh Talman
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Much like Sunday, December 7, 1941, that fateful Tuesday was instantly recognized as

a day of tragedy and resolve as well as a seminal date in history that would not soon be

forgotten. Almost immediately, the heinous images of death and destruction conveyed to

the American populace on television induced reactions that ran the gamut of human

emotions. Many people wept. Others prayed. Outraged and angry, still others sought

revenge. For many individuals, solace came in the form of introspection, discussion, and

the posing of questions - many of which, it soon became evident, had no easy answers.

Who carried out the nefarious attacks? What motivated the perpetrators to despise the

United States? Did years of American intervention bring about the attacks? Or were they

carried out by inherently evil individuals jealous of the freedoms offered by American life?

Why did the U.S. government have no advance knowledge? What degree of military

retaliation, if any, would be a justifiable response? Perhaps most importantly, what must

be done to prevent such attacks from ever happening again?

For the American museum community, a different question arose in the immediate

aftermath of September 11. How should museums, as repositories of the past, document

an emotionally-charged event still transpiring in the present but that would one day have

tremendous historical significance? Led by the Smithsonian Institution's National

Museum of American History, a consortium of museums and historical organizations

gathered in the days after September 11 to ponder this very question. Though

acknowledging the need for sensitivity to the families of the victims, those involved in

the discussion unanimously agreed that the greater museum community was indeed

obligated to collect and preserve the material culture of September 11.

The United States Congress echoed this sentiment by designating the National

Museum of American History as the official repository for September 11 - an action that

led to a sustained, grassroots effort to collect artifacts illustrating the tragedy. Pieces of
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September 11. Others needed no such reminder as it was they who lost relatives, friends,

or co-workers in the Pentagon blast.

Like New York and Washington, D.C., Western Pennsylvania felt the direct impact of

September 11 due to the crash of United Airlines Flight 93 in Shanksville. Departing from

Newark International Airport, Flight 93 spent most of its short, ill-fated flight path in

Pennsylvania skies. As the hijacked vessel careened over Somerset County on its way

towards Washington D.C., passengers gallantly rushed the cockpit and attempted to wrest

control of the plane from the four hijackers. Shortly thereafter, the plane crashed in an

abandoned strip mine near Shanksville. Local emergency personnel including fire

departments, EMT crews, and the Pennsylvania State Police rushed to the scene but found

no survivors. In the nearly three years since that fateful day, thousands of Americans have

visited a temporary memorial overlooking the crash site, leaving behind stuffed animals,

flags, buttons, t-shirts, religious medals, artwork, and other personal items in

remembrance. A barren swath of land in Western Pennsylvania - like Cemetery Hill at

Gettysburg, Lexington's Battle Green, and the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington,

D.C. is now hallowed ground.

The exhibition September 11: Bearing Witness to History brings together a small but

poignant collection of artifacts that chronicle the impact of September 11 on New York,

Washington, D.C., and Western Pennsylvania. A squeegee handle used by a trapped

window washer to escape from a World Trade Center elevator, clothing worn by

individuals who helped pull Pentagon survivors to safety, and memorial offerings left at

the Flight 93 crash site are only a few of the many objects comprising the exhibition. These

artifacts convey the heroism of many, the tragic demise of others, and the tremendous

resolve demonstrated by the American people in overcoming one of the darkest days in

recent history. Designed to stimulate an array of emotions, the objects that comprise the
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